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 The Dandy
Horse

 


 


"Hey, Ron. What
do you call a Judge with no thumbs?"

"What's that,
Dave?"

"A Judge with
no thumbs. What do you call him?"

"It depends on
what sort of Judge he is, Dave."

"Eh? Just an
ordinary sort of Judge, Ron. Only he hasn't got any thumbs."

"Yes, Dave, but
is it a High Court Judge, a Circuit Judge, a District Judge, or
what? They all have different forms of address, you see. For
example, a High Court Judge …"

"No. No. It
doesn't matter what sort. It's just that he hasn't got any
thumbs."

"But it does
matter, Dave. As I was saying, before you interrupted me, if it's a
High Court Judge you would call him My Lord, or, My Lady, of
course, if she were female. That's if you were addressing them in
court. If you were writing to them, you'd write Dear Judge so and
so."

"No. You're
missing the point, Ron. This is a Judge with no thumbs."

"It doesn't
matter if he's got thumbs or not, Dave, you have to use the correct
form of address."

"Hi, boys.
What's happening?"

"Hi, Barnaby.
I'm just trying to explain to Dave here about the correct form of
address for a Judge."

"It's Your
Honour, isn't it?"

"Ah. That would
be correct for Circuit Judges, but not for High Court Judges. For
High Court Judges, the correct form of address in court is My Lord,
or My Lady."

"What's brought
this on, Dave? You're not in trouble are you?"

"Only with this
pedant, Barnaby. I just asked him a simple question and found
myself getting a whole lecture on Court etiquette."

"I was just
clarifying which sort of Judge you were talking about. That's all.
It's not such a simple question when you consider it
carefully."

"What was this
simple question, then?"

"OK, Barny boy.
I'll ask you. What do you call a Judge with no thumbs?"

"Why hasn't he
got any thumbs?"

"It doesn't
matter why he hasn't got any thumbs. He just hasn't. What would you
call him?"

"Unfortunate, I
suppose. It must make life a bit difficult."

"No. No. You're
missing the point. It's a Judge with no thumbs. What do you call
him?"

"Disabled?"

"If it were a
District Judge, the correct form would be Sir, or Madam."

"OK. I give
up."

"What do you
mean, you give up? It was you that asked the question."

"I'm going off
to bang my head against the wall instead."

"Bring us back
a couple of pints when you've finished, Dave. Ron and I are both
sitting here with empty glasses."

"Why are you
upsetting Dave, Ron?"

"I wasn't. I
was just trying to answer his question."

"I think it's
one of his silly jokes, Ron. I don't think it was a serious
question."

"Oh."

"He probably
had his new copy of the Beano comic book today."

"Do you think
so?"

"No, Ron. That
was my joke."

"Oh."

"Have you seen
Greg this evening?"

"No. He said
he'd be here tonight, though. Probably held up somewhere."

"Yeh. You're
probably right. … Good lord, … look over there, Ron. By the bar.
Looks like Dave has been waylaid by Kermit the Frog."

"Where? Oh, I
see him. It's not Kermit, though. I think it's … yeh, it's Greg. I
wonder what he's doing in that green costume?"

"Blimey, Ron.
You're right. It is Greg. I wonder what that's all about?"

"Ron. Barnaby.
These are for you, I believe. From Dave."

"Thanks Greg.
What's with the frog costume? I didn't know it was a theme night
tonight."

"Very funny,
Barny. It's just my new cycling gear."

"I didn't know
you were a cyclist, Greg."

"There's
probably a lot you don't know about me, Ron. Anyway, I've decided
to get the old bike our of retirement and take a bit of
exercise."

"Wife stopped
your petrol allowance again, then?"

"Dave, your wit
leaves me unmoved."

"Unlike the
bike, eh?"

"I'll ignore
that. I just thought I could do with some toning up, that’s
all."

"Come off it,
Greg. What's brought all this on? You're not thinking of doing
something unwise, are you, like going on a charity bike ride, or
entering the tour de France?"

"No. I just
thought I'd use the bike instead of the car occasionally."

"But why the
frog costume?"

"This frog
costume as you call it, Dave, is proper cycling gear. It's made of
special one way fabric that lets the perspiration pass through, but
repels rain."

"That's clever,
Greg. What happens if you put it on inside out?"

"Ignore him,
Greg. It's the only way."

"I usually do,
Barny. Anyway, as I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted,
the shorts are padded around the groin to avoid chafing."

"Whoa, Greg.
We're getting close to too much information here. I think it might
be better to avoid discussing your groin area in front of young
Barnaby here. You might scar him for life."

"What's really
brought on this sudden desire for exercise, Greg? It's not a bet,
is it?"

"Actually,
Barny, it's my doctor. She …"

"She? No wonder
you need padding in the groin area."

"As I was
saying. She said my blood pressure was up and I ought to do a bit
more physical exercise to help bring it down."

"More? More
than what? You can't count walking over to the bar, surely?"

"You're right,
Barnaby. That wouldn't count as exercise. He doesn't do it often
enough. Not when it's his round, anyway."

"Thank you,
Dave. I hadn't exactly noticed you sprinting, recently."

"OK, you two.
That's enough."

"The precursor
to the bicycle was the dandy horse, of course."

"What's that,
Ron? A whatty horse?"

"A dandy horse.
It was the first two wheeled human transport with the wheels in
tandem. Well, the first recorded one, anyway. It was invented by
Baron Karl von Drais in 1817. He was German."

"That's lucky,
with a name like that."

"What's
lucky?"

"That he was
German. It's not such a good name if you're British."

"Thank you for
yet another asinine remark, Dave."

"Who are you
calling asinine? I'll have you know I'm as British as you are."

"It didn't have
pedals, of course. The dandy horse. Pedals were invented much
later."

"Fortunate it
happened that way round, don't you think? Just think how silly
you'd look if you invented the pedal and didn't have a bike to put
it on."

"Hang on,
though, Ron. If this dandy horse thing didn't have any pedals, how
was it, you know, propelled."

"A good
question, Greg. The rider sat astride it and pushed it along with
his feet on the ground."

"What, no
gears?"

"No. Gears came
along much later. It wasn't until the 1860's that the dandy horse
evolved into a pedal driven machine, when a couple of Frenchmen
called Michaux and Lallement put a cranked pedal onto the axle of
the front wheel and invented the velocipede."

"Velocipedes?
I've had them. Completely stripped the leaves off my broad beans
last year. Nasty little beggars they are."

"Dave, how did
a man as ignorant as you ever get into our quiz team?"

"Simples, Ron.
I'm the only one of you that knows anything about sport. You'd be
lost without me."

"Sadly, Ron. I
think he's right. So, tell me, did the velocipede come before the
Penny Farthing, then?"

"Exactly,
Barny. Basically, the only way that they could develop any sort of
improved gearing on the velocipede, with its direct pedal drive,
was to increase the size of the front wheel. Eventually this got to
the ridiculous extreme of the Penny Farthing, with its enormous
front wheel and tiny back wheel. The problem being, that the weight
distribution was all wrong and they were very difficult to
ride."

"So, when did
someone invent chains and gears, then?"

"Well, the
chain drive onto the rear wheel was introduced by an Englishman,
Henry Lawson. That enabled the size of the front wheel to be
reduced and for the seat to be moved further back, which improved
the weight distribution and the safety of the bicycle. That's what
they were called, in fact. Safety bicycles."

"So, what was
the Ordinary bicycle, then, Ron? I'm sure I've heard about a type
of bike called the Ordinary?"

"You have,
Greg. The Ordinary was just another name for the Penny Farthing. It
was a bit of an ironic name, really, for a bike that was quite
extraordinary."

"What sort of
bike is yours, then, Greg?"

"It's a racing
bike, Barnaby. Duralumin frame, eighteen speed Camapagnolo
derailleur gears, and drop handlebars."

"Don't tell me,
Greg. It's got one of those arse splitter saddles hasn't it?"

"It has got a
racing saddle, Dave, since you ask. Yes."

"And it's
obviously not a Safety bike."

"Technically,
Dave, I suspect it is."

"Well, Ron,
it's obviously a duff one, then."

"What makes you
say that?"

"Elementary, my
dear Watson. Look at the grazes on Greg's arms and legs. He
evidently fell off. Am I right, Greg, or am I right?"

"Thank you for
noticing, Dave. I did have an incident on my way here tonight,
actually."

"What
happened?"

"Some boy racer
in a souped up Mini clipped me with his wing mirror on the way down
Broome Hill."

"Blimey, Greg,
what were you doing up there? That's not exactly on the route to
The Poachers."

"I thought I'd
take a circular ride, Ron. Burn off a few calories before I got
here."

"Let me guess,
Greg. It wouldn't be that lady doctor of yours again, would
it?"

"Actually,
Dave, she did suggest that I might usefully shed a few pounds."

"Well, Greg,
your secret's safe with me. Mum's the word."

"What
secret?"

"That you've
been seeing this lady doctor. I take it your wife doesn't
know?"

"Of course she
knows. We both have the same doctor."

"Ignore him,
Greg. He's just winding you up. Tell us what happened in this
accident. I take it you weren't injured, apart from the grazes, I
mean."

"Thank you for
your concern, Barnaby. The only one of you to show any interest in
my well being."

"It's only
because he thinks you've included him in your will."

"Are you sure
it isn't past your bed time, Dave?"

"Alright, you
two. Knock it off. Tell us about the accident, Greg. You said it
was a boy racer that bumped you off."

"Yes. I was
free wheeling down Broome Hill when this kid in an orange Mini
pulled round me in that narrow bit about half way down."

"Did you know
that the Free Wheel was invented in the eighteen nineties, Greg?
Before that the drive to the back wheel was directly coupled."

"Blimey, Greg.
Your little legs would have been going round like fury if it was
the eighteen eighties."

"Come off it,
Barny. Even Greg isn't that old. He'd still have been in short
trousers in the eighteen eighties."

"He is still in
short trousers, of a sort, in case you hadn't noticed, Dave."

"I stand
corrected, Barny."

"Anyway, Greg.
Go on. You said this kid passed you on Broome Hill."

"Yeh. He
overtook me on that curve, where the road goes narrow, just as a
truck was coming up on the other side. He came so close to me that
he clipped me with his wing mirror and tipped me off. I ended up
half way up the bank. Luckily there was no one else behind him, or
it could have been a lot worse."

"Did you get
his number?"

"Unfortunately
not. But I did go after him."

"Surely he was
long gone by the time you got back on your bike?"

"He was, but he
obviously got slowed down by traffic further down the hill. By the
time we got to the bottom, I could see him in the distance. He was
weaving in and out of the traffic like a total pratt."

"What were you
going to do if you caught up with him?"

"I thought,
maybe, I could smash his driver's window with my bicycle pump, pull
him out and beat him to a pulp with my helmet."

"Surely
not?"

"No, Ron. That
was a joke. I just thought I might be able to get close enough to
get his registration plate number."

"And did
you?"

"I thought I
was going to get him at the traffic lights. I could see them change
in the distance, but he didn't even slow down. Just drove straight
through the red light."

"Are you
talking about the lights by the Queen and Garter pub?"

"Yeh. He damn
nearly caused an accident, too. The crossing traffic was already
moving when he shot the light."

"There's
cameras on those lights."

"What's that,
Ron?"

"There's
cameras on those traffic lights. They installed them last year to
catch people who were jumping the lights. It's always been a
problem just there."

"I thought I
saw a flash when he went through. Do you think that was the
camera?"

"Probably,
Greg. They catch about a dozen people a week on that junction. If
he was photographed, he can expect a letter in the post and a
fine."

"There you are,
Greg. There is a god after all."

"Let's just
hope they put some film in the camera."

"It's all
digital now. No need for film. If you saw the flash, then I reckon
you can consider him 'nicked'."

"Result, I
guess. I suppose that's some sort of justice for my bruises. Pity I
can't be there when he gets the envelope through the mail."

"How about
another pint, Greg? I'm sure that would go some way to dulling the
pain, and if it still hurts after that, who knows, maybe Dave will
kiss it better if you ask him nicely."

"Fingers."

"You what,
Ron?"

"Fingers. It's
the answer to Dave's riddle. Justice fingers."

"What
riddle?"

"It was before
you arrived, Greg. Dave wanted to know what do you call a Judge
with no thumbs?"

"What sort of
Judge?"

"My point
exactly, Greg, but I think Dave is expecting us to disregard normal
court etiquette in order to facilitate his weak pun. What do you
call a Judge with no thumbs?"

"Justice
Fingers."

"I'll get the
drinks. Doombar all round?"
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 Yesterday upon the
stair

I met a man who
wasn’t there

He wasn’t there
again today

I wish, I wish he’d
go away

 


(Extract from "Antigonish" (1899) by William Hughes
Mearns (1875–1965))

 


 


The Man Who
Wasn't There

 


 


"Mrs
Bridgenorth?"


"Northbridge."

"Oh. It says
Bridgenorth, here," the young policewoman said, looking down at the
creased paper in her hand.

"No. It's
Northbridge, not Bridgenorth. Northbridge."

The young woman
peered again at the paper. "It was you that phoned about the
missing man, wasn't it?"

"My husband.
Yes. Have you found him? It's not bad news is it? You aren't going
to tell me that he's …, he's …, you know?"

"Dead, you
mean?"

"Oh, my god. I
knew it. I knew it was going to be something awful." The middle
aged woman, Mrs Northbridge, began to weep.

"No. He isn't
dead. At least, we don't know if he's dead yet."

"Then, why are
you here?" sobbed Mrs Northbridge.

"Um. My
Sergeant sent me. He told me to get some details about the missing
man, Mr Bridgenorth."


"Northbridge."

"Yes. Him.
Northbridge." She fumbled in her pocket for a chewed pencil and
tried to cross out the name on her piece of paper. "It's a bit
tricky," she muttered. "I need something to lean on."

"What?"

"I need
something to lean my paper on. This pencil won't write properly
unless I press really hard."

"You could come
inside and use the table."

"Yeh. That
would be better. Oh, I'm supposed to show you my badge, before I
come in."

Mrs Northbridge
studied the proffered badge, though it could have been to denote
membership of the Mickey Mouse club for all she knew.

"I'm Police
Constable Beswick," the young woman continued, as they moved
inside. "Christine Beswick. You can call me Chris if you like. Most
of my friends do."

"Oh. I'm
Margaret. Most people call me …, um …, Margaret," replied Mrs
Northbridge.

"My mum was
called Margaret," said Christine. "But everyone called her Peggy. I
never really worked that one out. I mean, you can see that Chris is
short for Christine and, like, Mick is short for Michael, but how
do you get Peggy from Margaret?"

"Who's
Michael?"

"Michael
who?"

"You said that
Mick was short for Michael."

"Oh. That was
just an example."

"Oh. Like Stan,
you mean, being short for Stanley."

"I s'pose. It's
not a common name, though, is it? Stanley, I mean. Not these days
anyway. I think I remember my dad telling me about a footballer
called Stanley, when I was little."

"Stanley
Matthews, that would have been. I remember him."

"Yeh. I think
that's what he was called. Anyway, I've never heard of anyone else
called Stanley, have you?"

Mrs Northbridge
dissolved into tears again. "That's my husband's name," she said,
through the sobs.

"Stanley
Northbridge?" asked PC Beswick. "Is that his name? The man who's
missing?"

Mrs Northbridge
nodded.

"Oh," said
Christine, nodding gently in sympathy. "Shall I put the kettle
on?"

"Oh, sorry,"
said Margaret. "I
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